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Abstract

State Library of WA has been breaking barriers for some time now…in 2006 there was an organisation-wide restructure aimed at breaking barriers between our existing directorates and encouraging staff to work as a single organisation.  In late 2006 a Graduate Programme was established to break barriers for new librarians gaining experience in a competitive job market. Without developing new librarians the profession will continue to lose not only experienced colleagues, but also their long accumulated knowledge. 

The State Library employed four graduates in both 2007 and 2008.  Graduate Officers take part in a twelve-month structured program which sees them experience most areas of the organisation, from retrievals to reference services to collection development and outreach activities.  They travel through these placements together working as a mini-team.  They are assessed in each placement and are supported by a mentoring program.  When they meet their competencies, they are offered a permanent position at the end of the programme. 

State Library of WA is an ageing organisation that will lose approximately 36.7% of its workforce by 2016.  On first arriving at SLWA, aged 30, I was one of the youngest librarians in the organisation. The Graduate Programme is one strategy the library is employing to develop new professionals who can learn from experienced staff, and fill an increasing number of retirement related vacancies. The programme also serves as a strategy to breaking one of the biggest barriers to moving our organisation, and our profession, forward; that being an ageing library workforce and the increased importance of succession planning.

Cookie Monster and the Traditional Library
We commence today with an old representation of a new phenomenon. In this Sesame Street video, “Cookie Monster” represents a new generation of library clients, often termed “Generation Y”. For Cookie Monster to engage with the library service, he needs them to deliver what he wants, namely cookies, and he wants them now. This is a very true Generation Y trait – to know what he needs, to need it right now and to be 
completely unconcerned with how his needs fit within the traditional models of library service delivery. Unfortunately for Cookie Monster, his first library experience is delivered by an ageing librarian, one who is retirement-ready and who can only deliver a very “traditional” library service. As a result, the librarian shows no attempt to consider why he could not meet his client’s need and is certainly not willing to be flexible enough to accommodate the changing trends and expectations of an emerging generation. Hence, cookie monster’s needs go unfulfilled and it is unlikely he will see any reason to return and try again.
New Generations, New Librarians
Library services are increasingly being shaped by a new generation of library users who know what they want and they want it now. The Y generation represents a culture of branding, immediacy, and connection. When it comes to their information needs - and more specifically their information seeking behaviour - a fast-food analogy is emerging. Generation Y know what they want and they want it nicely packaged and ready to take-away. They want it now - they would choose an online drive-though style service like AskNow! over traditional reference services. However, they don't necessarily know what's good for them – there is a prevalent misconception that any information is good information. More so, as the Cookie Monster demonstrates, the needs of these new library users go beyond that of books and information. They want access to computers, internet, and other technologies, and they want it delivered in a modern and social environment with food and drink available on site and no "shushing". 

 

Library services are also being shaped by a new generation of librarians. Generation Y has been defined as “…those born between 1978 and 1994…” (Sheahan, 2005, p. 3).  They been described as unrealistic, "self-centred, fickle and greedy - in short, they are graduate divas." (Clark, 2008). They are often considering or looking for their next job or career role, and don't want to be committed to one job or one employer (Beddingfield, 2005). Not a very attractive stereotype for future of librarianship and information organisations. The "caffeine" of what is viewed as an ageing and tired profession, their different career needs and expectations drive them to be experience creators and gatherers, and they are becoming highly versatile and dynamic members of the profession. Public libraries are starting to rise to the challenge of change, and SLWA is no exception. The SLWA graduate program is tapping into emerging librarians who resonate the culture and expectations of Generation Y. They are bringing these fresh perspectives to traditional library practices which are no longer meeting the needs of a growing majority library clients, and are the new faces (and new image of the librarian persona) that will become the successors to an ageing workforce.

The Ageing Workforce and the Next Chapter
National statistics relating to the library workforce, such as those derived from the neXus census, show that libraries need to be taking a proactive approach to workforce planning. According to the final report of the neXus census, Nationally 30.5% of library and information services workers intend to retire within the next 10 years. In Western Australia this is marginally less at 29%. (Hallam, 2008 p. 80). Within State Library of WA, however, the news is much worse with an internal survey revealing that 36.7% of the workforce intend to retire between 2006-2016 (Retirement Intentions Survey, 2006). Worse still is the fact that in the next four years 55.2% of middle managers in WA libraries will be retiring.

This issue is exacerbated by the fact that the number of young professionals in the workforce is disproportionately small. At the time the neXus Census was taken only 2.8% of librarians were aged between 18 and 25.  In WA this was less again at 2.2% (Hallam, 2008 p. 16), and in State Library of WA only 1.45% of staff were aged under 25 (Retirement Intentions Survey, 2006). These numbers do not exactly reflect the presence of Generation Y within the profession, or our organisation, as Generation Y comprises aged up to 28 or 30 years old, depending on which definition you read.

In order to actively attract young professionals and retain organisational knowledge, State Library of WA is developing a strategy to address these issues, to be titled The Next Chapter. The SLWA graduate program is one element of this strategy. The Next Chapter will include strategies to retain knowledge within the organisation, promote health and wellbeing amongst all employees and provide employees with strategies to facilitate moving through each stage of their career, including starting out as a new professional and moving into retirement. This strategy will be implemented over the next five years but will attempt to identify areas of risk, that is, areas with a high percentage of people with specialist knowledge who are also nearing retirement age, for priority action. 

In 2006 State Library of WA had only 1.5% of employees under the age of 25 and the proportion of people under the age of 25 in the WA community was 11.5%. Accordingly, to better reflect the community it serves the State Library of WA named its new graduate program as an initiative that it would be use to help reach the 11.5% target in the Portfolio Equal Employment Opportunity and Diversity Management Plan 2007-2009. According to the DCA Portfolio Workforce Demographics and Annual Reporting 2007/2008, only 3.3% of SLWA employees are aged under 25 showing that in the intervening years our Graduate Program has successfully contributed to raising this percentage. However, with a target of 8% still to be reached there is scope for the Graduate Program to contribute further. 

Catering to a new generation of clients has been shown to be an important in a recent State Library of WA customer survey. Of 350 people surveyed, 25% were under 25 years of age and approximately 60% were under 40 years of age. While this sample is not necessarily representative of all State Library of WA clients as it was not selected randomly, it does indicate that a higher than expected proportion of our clients are generation Y. This reinforces the need to develop services specifically targeted at the needs of this demographic and to continue to employ - and more importantly, retain - graduate librarians from this demographic to sustain these services. 

SLWA’s Graduate program: a proactive strategy for preserving the grey matter of an organisation  
The graduate program creates a transition period which fosters an emerging librarian by providing them with a solid foundation of skills across many facets of librarianship. The work-based placements – 9 over a 12 month period – provide a bridge necessary for new graduates to ascend from tertiary level study to the workplace.  To date approximately 90% of SLWA graduates have been from Generation Y, and this has informed the way the program has developed in terms of offering work with a higher level of immediate interest and more choice in projects graduates become involved with.  This has been important as a way of attracting graduates to stay in the organisation beyond the completion of the program.  

One of the major benefits the Graduate Program delivers is its diversity. During the year graduates perform duties that include, but are in no means limited to stock management and retrieval, reference services, collection development, outreach and specialist reference, acquisitions, cataloguing, archives, preservation and maintenance, records and public libraries. The placement structure of the graduate program encourages experience creation - the graduates become involved in not just the everyday tasks and operations but also have involvement in events and projects which often fall outside the scope of the scheduled program and competencies – these are often volunteered for. The program also encourages participants to explore future career directions in more depth by giving the opportunity to select their own final placement. This can be a team they would like either to revisit or that has not been covered in the program to date, but which is in area they see their professional careers heading.

The program fosters interactions with people and teams with different skills, knowledge, perspectives to spark knowledge sharing. This is a two-way street – graduates share skills and foster enthusiasm for new library directions and emerging technologies, while the experienced librarians share experiences based in more traditional librarianship and tacit organisational knowledge which are still applicable in modern libraries. The program also provides the opportunity to explore career direction in a supportive environment through the use of mentors. Peer level mentors foster an adjustment to the culture of the organisation and act as "champions" for SLWA. Many new librarians have not worked in large organisations before and so having someone to help with the adjustment to the culture of State Library of WA has been a key to the success of the program to date. Mentors can share both professional and organisational experiences with their mentee, and provide a confidential ear for graduates to discuss any issues or challenges they face in their day-to-day working lives. In 2008, a second tier of higher level mentors, comprised of managers and directors within the organization, was included in the second half of the program. The purpose behind this was to provide graduates with a degree of professional challenge and to guide the exploration of career direction. This has been particularly helpful to graduates as they begin to compose their own bigger picture.

 

Beddingfield (2005, p. 200) acknowledges that a new work pattern is now being pioneered by Generation Y graduates and employees in the early stages of their career. Many adopt a culture of phased employment, moving from one organisation to another to gain experience, advance their careers or to maintain interest and enthusiasm for the work; or binge working for one or two years at a time, often followed by periods of travel. In other words, they are entering the workforce with what Beddingfield coins as a "consumerist approach". 

So a more complex picture is emerging: if the pattern of phased employment and binge working reigns true, any corporate knowledge passed on to new graduate employees will only be lost again. This challenges the graduate program as a strategy for knowledge retention. The SLWA graduate program is responding to this bigger picture by adapting the program to better suit a Generation Y employee by means of creating immediate interest, offering choice and flexibility, and tailoring the program as much as possible to suit individual needs, interests, and expectations. This is likely to help with graduate retention; or if they are to leave, they will be more likely to return and bring back not only all that organisational knowledge, but also a greater wealth of experience and expertise, back to the organisation.

 

Breaking Barriers?
So is the State Library of WA graduate program breaking any barriers? In the sense that we are making it easier for new generations to engage with careers in library services, I think we are. Also in providing a solid career foundation for new graduates and fostering the sharing of knowledge between generations. So where to from here? There is an increasing recognition that while qualifications in library and information studies do give an excellent foundation for most professional areas in libraries, it is unreasonable to expect librarians and library technicians to be expert in professions that are not specifically library related but necessary in any large organisation. Marketing, information and communication technology, management, and history, just to name a few, are professional areas in their own right that are often utilized by library services. To that end, State Library of Western Australia is planning to expand their graduate program in 2010 to include graduates from a variety of professional disciplines. We hope that this will encourage people from outside the library profession to see libraries as we do: an opportunity for a varied, challenging and rewarding career. We also hope that it will start to break down the attitude that still prevails among many librarians, that they are the only ones who could possibly understand what working in a library requires.

We will also continue to work to break down barriers to the retention of organizational knowledge. There will be a number of strategies employed to facilitate this, from individual documentation through to mentoring and the development of "knowledge communities" in key areas such as the West Australian Heritage Collection.  As a starting point, employees in key roles will be asked to develop a "23 Things" guided learning program for their position. "Knowledge Communities" is another strategy to be developed whereby people experienced and/or knowledgeable in critical areas will form "communities" with interested yet inexperienced staff members to facilitate their learning of new skills and/or collections and thereby ensure knowledge is invested in more than just a few key people. Sharing knowledge is a key strategy in developing both our organization and our new librarians, and in breaking barriers between the traditional practices of the past and developing innovative services for the future.
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Steve McQuade is a librarian from State Library of WA and is currently wearing a few different hats. His substantive position is with our Information Services team who run all the physical and virtual reference services here at SLWA.  However, he is currently acting in the role of Public Library Liaison Librarian.  In that role he undertake projects, consultancy, training and advisory work relating to our State’s 240 public libraries.  On top of all that he is the coordinator for SLWA’s graduate program.  Developing new librarians and promoting the profession to young people are his primary professional interests…which started largely from a desire to get some people closer to my own age into the organizations he has worked for.  I have developed my focus in this area thanks to spending time at Aurora earlier this year. Prior to working at SLWA, he worked for 5 years at Mandurah Public Library, an hour south of Perth. 
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